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by David Alvarez 
ognize those divisions marked by national bor-
ders. For the well-traveled poems of this boricua 
from Brooklyn guide us from the projects of his 
New York City childhood to the highlands of his 
ancestral Puerto Rico, from the verdant land-
scapes of Guatemala to the garbage-dumps of San 
Salvador, from the country roads of Nicaragua 
to the singing streets of Santiago de Chile. 
Espada's poetry unfailingly honors the dignity 
of ordinary peoples' lives throughout the Ameri-
cas. Untiringly, his poems remind us that it is 
such people who truly shoulder the burden of 
our common history as the inheritors of colonial-
ism and its aftermath. Thus, for instance, 
Espada's poetry exudes the sweat of machete-
wielding sugar-cane cutters in the Caribbean and 
proclaims the lyrical rebellion of Mayan zapatistas 
in the mountains of the Mexican Southeast; it ex-
tols the noble voice of a black journalist sentenced 
to die by a vindictive judge and affirms the stead-
fastness of Puerto Rican janitors who sweep 
corporate floors in Manhattan while dreaming 
of their tropical island home. 
But Espada's voice does not simply denounce 
and protest, nor does it solely lament and indict. 
The ringing beauty of Espada's poetry-its point 
and thrust, its song and chime-is itself a cel-
ebration of all that is life-enhancing and worthy 
in human beings. And as with all prophetic voices, 
Espada's mingles fury with tenderness, fire with 
laughter, and rage with grace. In sum, Espada's 
poems give the lie to the old saw that we have 
all heard before: that poetry makes nothing hap-
pen. For here is a poet whose work embodies 
the truth of an observation made by another great 
writer of las Americas, Eduardo Galeano, who says 
that while it would be absurd to think that lit-
erature alone can change the world, it would be 
even more foolish to believe that the world can 
be changed without it. 
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